The flexibilization of labor market between globalization and the global economic crisis: Comparing Japan and Germany

Call for Papers for a workshop on Friday June 05, 2009, at Bremen University of Applied Sciences, Bremen / Germany

Through the globalization push, which had started towards the end of the 1980s, economies all over the world were confronted with severe adjustment challenges, including considerable consequences for their labor markets. In nearly all high income countries, the structural component of unemployment increased, with the result that overall unemployment rates in cyclical booms did not generally  return to their preceding levels (hysteresis and persistence effects).

For Japan and Germany, two of the so far most successful HICs and export economies, additional problems aggravated the situation: in Germany the challenge of the transformation of the East German economic system following the country's reunification in 1990, and in Japan the crisis following the burst of the Bubble Economy in 1991, demanding far-reaching structural change and adjustment.

In Germany, this resulted in a dramatic intensification of labor market problems already noticeable since the 1970s. Seen from today's perspective, labor market problems were also already present in Japan in the 1980s. However, fundamental, structural problems did not arise until the early 1990s.

The reaction in both countries was in principle quite similar: a paradigm shift in labor market policies - in Japan since 1999/2001 under the Koizumi administration), in Germany since 2003 (under the second Schroeder-Fischer administration). More generally, this was another component in the process of ending the sonderweg (special

path) of both corporatist systems ("Rhenish capitalism" and "Japan, Inc."), bringing them one step closer to the mainstream model of capitalist development.

Nevertheless, some employment successes were noted in the subsequent economic upswing. In both countries, however, these successes occurred on a fragile basis. In Japan, enterprises turned away from enterprise-internal patterns of flexibly using labor input, established in the high-growth period of the Japanese economy, to enterprise-external forms of adapting labor input to cyclically changing demands. In particular, this meant extending precarious employment forms in spite of the failure to build an adequate new enterprise-external social security system. In Germany, labor market flexibilization and precarization of employment were not as far-reaching as in Japan. Here considerable cuts in the existing welfare net were aimed at a decrease in reservation wages. This finally resulted in a decrease in real market wages and an improvement in the competitiveness of German companies on international markets, contributing to a decline in unemployment rates. However, it also caused a structurally weak domestic demand, which is proving to be of particular concern in the current crisis.

Therefore it is questionable whether the far-reaching labor market changes which had broken with conventional institutional patterns are able to cope with the present conditions or whether an inadequately performing labor market and inadequate social systems will transform the present economic crisis into a social crisis.

Further questions are:

How vulnerable is employment in both countries in view of the global economic crisis?

How do the various segments of the labor market perform in the crisis? Which conclusions have to be drawn from this?

What effects do the developments on the labor market have on the social coherence of society, on income distribution, on absolute poverty?

How do the present anti-cyclical policies, pro-employment policies and labor market policies interact?

Which lessons can be learned from the present for the future role of the state as a regulator of labor markets?

How much leeway do trade unions and companies have? How can they use their scope for action?

Which alternatives exist to combine a flexibilization of labor markets made necessary by the globalization process with social security?

Which perspectives for the development of labor markets and which systemic perspectives follow from the course of the present global economic crisis?

We invite scholars interested in these and related topics to contribute to the workshop.

Comparative approaches will be preferred, but contributions about only one of the two countries are also welcome, if in principle also of relevance for the other country.

Please send an abstract of up to 200 words and a bio note of up to 100 words by March 31, 2009 to both of the organizers. We will inform you immediately as to whether the proposed topic fits into the general framework of the workshop and in this case would ask you to send a 10 to 20 page paper by May 15, 2009. Presentation is scheduled for 15 to 20 minutes. No participation costs for accepted presenters.
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